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SIGNS AND PORTENTS: JOHN D. MacDONALD’S
APOCALYPTIC VISION
Rick Lott
Jonesboro, Arkansas
John
 
D. MacDonald  salts the narratives of his Travis McGee books  
with a good deal
 
of social commentary. The world he  criticizes in these  
digressions is a fallen one—violent, corrupt, and disordered. When
 MacDonald began the McGee series, the world view expressed was
 sardonic but undespairing. Perhaps a reflection of the increasing chaos
 of American life, as well as the gloom of adumbratio cast by his
 impending death, the world view of the later books grows grimmer,
 darkening to an apocalyptic vision. The McGee novels are apocalyptic
 not only by virtue of images of apocalypse, which abound, but also
 because taken as a whole 
they
 reflect a  culture in crisis and presage the  
loss of a world. This loss is seen both widely in terms of American
 culture
 
and more  narrowly in  the form of the author’s own  mortality.
Like many other modem American writers, MacDonald tends to
 describe the city
 
in  apocalyptic images. His description of Los Angeles  
in The Turquoise Lament, for example, 
is
 a post-holocaust landscape:  
“the altitude and the sweep of the light gave it a grid pattern of pale
 broken structures and rubble, long abandoned, a place of 
small
 dry vines  
and basking serpents.”1 Also, MacDonald’s nature imagery, usually
 functional and occasionally lyrical, 
is
 frequently apocalyptic. McGee’s  
mental climate of pessimism is sometimes abruptly projected into the
 external world, 
as
 in The Long Lavender Look when McGee, in the  
middle of a conversation, suddenly sees a sunset as a portent of
 catastrophe: “The sun 
was
 down and the porch faced the western sky,  
faced a band of red 
so
 intense it looked as if the far cities of the world  
were burning. It will probably look much like that when they do
 burn.”2 This eruption of despair has no immediate stimulus; but in
 The Empty Copper Sea, McGee’s discovery of what he believes to be
 Gretel Howard’s corpse provokes a desolation that colors his physical
 environment:
Slowly, slowly the whole world was suffused with that
 
strange orange glow which happens rarely toward sunset.
 ...The world must have looked like that before the first
 creatures came crawling out of the salt water....Perhaps it
 was like this in the beginning, and will be again, after man
 has slain every living thing?
1
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MacDonald characteristically sees death as apocalyptic and paints
 
McGee’s grief in apocalyptic
 
tones.
The first
 
explicit  imagery of apocalypse, which occurs throughout  
the
 
McGee series, appears in the  initial  book, The Deep Blue Good-By.  
As McGee muses upon Junior Allen’s discovery of David Berry’s
 fortune in gem stones hidden in a corroded container, his imagination
 turns
 
apocalyptic:
Bugs would eat the wax. Chaw the old canvas. And one
 
day there will be a mutation, and we will have new ones
 that can digest concrete, dissolve steel and suck up the acid
 puddles....Then the cities will tumble and man will be
 chased back into the sea from which he came....4
I do not know what started the changes that were going
on inside of me....but they seemed related somehow to the
 
meadowlark. You used to be able to drive through Texas,
and there would be meadowlarks so thick along the
 
way...that at times you could drive through the constant
 sound of them like sweet and molten silver. Now the land
 has been silenced. The larks eat bugs....The bugs are gone,
and the meadowlarks are gone, and the world is strange,
Here, Junior Allen’s predatory
 
avarice is juxtaposed with the poisoning  
of the planet by pollution. In their greed, humans are destroying both
 the environment and their moral existence. The result of both are
 indistinguishable: world
 
and  man seem doomed to destruction through  
environmental cataclysm. This vision of
 
a pollution-caused mutation  
of bacteria that results in holocaust is similar to 
the
 more  misanthropic  
analogy of
 
apocalypse in A Deadly Shade of Gold: ’‘This is the virus  
theory of mankind... .Imagine
 
the great ship from a far galaxy [looking]  
down at all the scabs, the buzzing...the poisoned air and water....A
 little cave-dwelling virus mutated, slew 
the
 things which balanced the  
ecology, and turned the fair
 
planet sick....They would be glad to have  
caught it in time....They would push the button.”5 Clearly,
 MacDonald’s virus theory of mankind is a metaphor for diseased
 morality, and
 
in the above passage he  damns human depravity in  a tone  
as excoriating as that of Jonathan Edwards’ sermons. In A Tan and
 Sandy Silence, McGee gropes for some explanation of his deepening
 cynicism and
 
dejection, which have become so great he  is  more willing  
to risk his life because “losing such a world means losing less.”
 McGee’s increasing pessimism 
is 
linked to ecological concerns:
2
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becoming more strange, a world spawning Paul Dissats
 
instead of larks.6
Paul Dissat is one of MacDonald’s superhuman, psychopathic
 
villains. Dissat has murdered
 
one of his victims  by burying him in hot  
asphalt, and he plans to kill McGee and Meyer in the same gruesome
 way. This “hydrocarbon tomb” 
is
 symbolically appropriate as Dissat’s  
means of sadistic murder, and as the ironic form of his own death, for
 the asphalt represents one manner of environmental spoilage.
 MacDonald hated the paving over of Florida. Both the ruin of the
 planet by asphalting and Dissat’s sociopathy ultimately seem to have
 the same cause. Meyer speculates that air pollution
 
might be connected  
to the moral decline MacDonald laments, and McGee concurs, saying:
 “Everyone was not acting like himself. Maybe there was some new
 kind of guck in
 
the air lately” (252).
Published in 1971, A Tan and Sandy Silence is a pivotal work in
 the darkening of MacDonald’s world view. Surely, McGee’s
 
deepening  
cynicism reflects MacDonald’s own. As Edgar Hirshberg has
 demonstrated, McGee functions as a mouthpiece for MacDonald’s
 opinions.7 The depressive tone of the book and its quality of Swiftian
 indignation are encapsulated in McGee’s words: “The real guilt is in
 being a human being. Wolves, as a class, are cleaner, more
 industrious, far less savage, and kinder
 
to each other and their young.”8  
From this point on, the apocalyptic elements, sparse in the eleven
 McGee novels published during the 1960’s, become more and more
 prevalent.
From 
the
 beginning, Travis McGee has been that most cynical of  
people, the disillusioned romantic. His is “a world of plausible
 scoundrels and psychopathic liars,
”
 where horrific and senseless violence  
may erupt at any moment, where if you “lift the wrong rock...
 something is going to come out from under it as fast as a moray,
 aiming right for the jugular. An earned and tempered cynicism is
 necessary for
 
survival in such a fearful world,  and McGee’s serves him  
well. Beginning, however, with A Tan and Sandy Silence and
 continuing until the final book, The Lonely Silver
 
Rain, MacDonald’s  
world view, as revealed in the mind of Travis McGee, grows
 increasingly pessimistic, and sometimes
 
desolate.
In the novels of the seventies, McGee’s malaise crops up so often
 it becomes part
 
of the series’ pattern. His depression and self-loathing  
can be relieved only by another
 
adventure, an excuse to endure pain and  
injury in selfless service to another, or through a new love
 
affair and  its  
attendant human interaction. In The Empty Copper Sea (1978),
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malaise is pervasive. Discussing his mental state with friend and
 
confidant Meyer, McGee speculates that
 
he suffers from “Some kind of  
culture shock [that] manifests itself in an inability to see a reality
 untainted by” apocalyptic imagination, and the provenance of this
 disorder seems to be both the chaotic times and more personal
 influences. Meyer’s response suggests that one cause may be
 MacDonald’s own sense
 
of mortality: “You have felt that horrid rotten  
exhalation, Travis, that breath from the grave, that terminal sigh.
 You’ve been singing
 
laments for yourself’ (106).
The Lonely Silver Rain was written near the end of MacDonald’s
 life; it is suffused with a dirge-like quality and filled with images of
 death and decay. The death of Millis Hoover’s rooftop garden appears
 emblematic of MacDonald’s own intimations of mortality: “...the
 
cold  
in the night killed my whole garden. Everything is black and sagging
 and ugly. Like some kind of message.”11 McGee feels old and tired,
 emotionally and spiritually bankrupt. Drinking alone one night to the
 accompaniment of Edye Gorme on the stereo, a voice of the past,
 McGee peels away the layers of self-deceit in search of
 
his “essential  
self’ and finds: “Nothing!...McGee, the empty vessel....at one time...
 packed
 
full of juice and  dreams. Promises. Now there was a little dust  
at the bottom” (179). The connection between MacDonald’s sense of
 mortality and his broader vision of apocalypse is evident in McGee’s
 recurrent feeling of premonitory dread: “ ‘Okay, Meyer... .Life is
 
full  of  
signs and portents....You aimed a finger at me a while back and said,
 “Bang, you’re dead.” It is so unlike you to do a thing like that, I get
 the feeling something was trying to talk to me through you’ ” 
(101). The
 
chill shadow cast by  MacDonald’s imminent death is depicted  even  
more poignantly near the novel’s end when McGee, lying next to a
 vital, beautiful young woman on a boat laden
 
with partying friends, has  
a sudden vision: “
In
 a momentary flash of panic I believe the gaudy  
boat, the
 
noisy people, everything is dead and gone, imagined long ago 
and forgotten” (231).
McGee resolves 
his
 existential crisis in a traditional way upon  
discovering that he has fathered an illegitimate daughter with former
 lover Puss Killian. This sudden, new relationship forces upon McGee
 some of the mundane obligations and duties he has spent his life
 avoiding. But it also provides a sense of
 
continuity beyond the grave.  
Jean Killian becomes for McGee “
A
 promise of light. A way to  
continue” (229).
This surprising
 
development brings MacDonald’s remarkable series  
to a singular height of maturity and realization, but does little to
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counter the book’s overall tone of despair. Apocalyptic literature
 
provides a solace in times of crisis, ensuring transition to a more
 orderly age, if not to a New Jerusalem or a Golden Age. Because
 MacDonald’s apocalyptic vision, however, sees nothing beyond the
 cataclysm, it is perhaps ultimately nihilistic. In his typology of
 apocalypse, John May delineates the modes of American literary
 apocalypse and observes that contemporary literature tends to employ
 traditional symbols to express the despair traditional apocalyptics was
 designed to mitigate. Thus the apocalyptics of much modem
 American literature is non-traditional because it rejects the possibility
 of re-creation. May
 
terms this mode “apocalypse of despair” (39). This  
nihilistic despair is the reason for McGee’s periodic spiritual bankruptcy
 and his attempts to find renewal in heroic action and love.
R. W. B. Lewis contends that the primary apocalyptic tradition in
 
America stems from the “doomsday sermons” of the later Puritans
 which predict God’s annihilating wrath for apostates.13 Jonathan
 Edwards, in particular, uses the traditonal imagery of apocalypse to
 rebuke backsliders, envisioning the cataclysmic fate awaiting them.
 American poets and fictionists seem compelled to appropriate these
 ancient symbols for their own creative visions of the extremities of the
 human condition (206). MacDonald shares in this tradition. While he
 is not overtly religious, there runs beneath the sensualistic surface of
 his work a Puritanical strain. The classical apocalyptic element of
 
the  
Day of Judgment informs his attitude that the world deserves the
 cataclysm it will suffer as punishment for the transgressions of
 humanity against itself 
and
 nature. In one of his frequent introspective  
moments, McGee lies in bed unable to sleep and imagines the starlight
 striking the deck above 
him.
 His imagination turns immediately from  
this cosmic perspective to the minute organism struggling for life on
 the sea bed, then leaps to an image of the deserved consequences of
 human depravity: “Under the hull, in the ooze and sand and grass of
 civilization....After the planet was cindered, totally barren of life, that
 cold starlight would still be taking the long curved path down to bound
 off black frozen stone.”14 Although this example reflects MacDonald’s
 environmental concerns, the thrust of all his social criticism is
 judgmental; moral turpitude
 
is the ultimate cause of both environmental  
destruction 
and
 savage crime.
No matter how complex the casual chain that has led American
 society to the brink of cataclysm, MacDonald seems to see the root
 cause as original sin—an inherent evil, satanic and irredeemable, that
 lurks in the black depths of every human heart. In an aside in his first
5
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McGee book The Deep Blue Good-By,
 
a paradigm that he  deepened and  
expanded but never substantially
 
strayed from, MacDonald embraces  the  
“contemporarily untenable position that evil, undiluted by any hint of
 childhood trauma, does exist in the world, exists for its own precise
 sake,
 
the pustular bequest from the beast,  as  inexplicable as Belsen.”15
MacDonald introduces in this initial McGee novel the first of a
 series of preternatural
 
villains, Junior Allen. Like his successors  Boone  
Waxwell, Freddy Van Harn, Desmin Grizzel and others, Allen is a
 conscienceless sociopath, a superhumanly strong and clever predator
 against whom mortal men and women are defenseless. Only a mythic
 hero such as McGee possesses the
 
power  to overcome such a  monster.  
Junior Allen is described variously as the “goat-god, with hoof and
 smile and hairy ears” (47), as a “monster,
”
 (48, 122), and as “a  
skullcracker, two steps away from the
 
cave” (94). He is animalistic in  
his physical and sexual prowess and possesses a cunning that is
 instinctual rather than intellectual. But to McGee, Junior Allen 
is
 not  
merely a brutal, rapacious predator,
 
a  genealogical throwback; he is  the  
embodiment of pure evil: a “Beast in his grin-mask” (112) and
 “reptilian.”
Whether or not MacDonald believed in the literal existence of
 
Satan, he seems to have consciously fashioned his prototypical villain
 as the Devil incarnate, 
as
 the religious connotations of “Beast” and  
“reptilian” suggest. Junior Allen 
is
 the “goat-god,” a description that  
refers not
 
only to his animalism and satyriasis but also sub-textually to  
Allen as Satan loosed in the world. In the apocalyptic context of
 MacDonald’s work, his supernatural villains represent the loosing of
 Satan in the last days, in formalistic correlation to the Book of
 Revelation.
MacDonald’s imagination becomes more explicitly apocalyptic in
 
the novels written near the end of
 
his life, culminating in The Green  
Ripper (1979) and Free Fall in Crimson (1981). The 
Green
 Ripper, in  
particular, adheres closely to the apocalyptic process outlined in the
 Book of Revelation. Among these elements, the novel includes the
 signs of the
 
end,  a decline in moral standards precipitated by the loosing  
of
 
Satan on earth, the advent of the Antichrist, the final battle  between  
the forces of good and 
evil, 
and  the destruction  of the world  (delayed but  
impending
 
at novel’s end).
Signs of decline, in culture as well as in morals, are common in
 MacDonald’s work. In Free Fall in Crimson, however, such signs
 comprise a motif of apocalyptic presentiment that suffuses the book
 with anxiety and gloom. The first appearance of moral deterioration
 occurs in Chapter Three when McGee travels to a town in central
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Florida to investigate the murder of his client’s father. The woman
 
working the desk of a motel described significantly as “looking like a
 piece of Mount Vernon” complains of the breakdown
 
in  moral standards 
and a symptomatic violence: “...this place 
is
 getting rougher every  
year. I don’t know what’s doing it. Floaters and
 
drifters. Boozing and  
knifing folks.”16 The motel’s emblematic resemblance to Mount
 Vernon establishes Citrus City as a microcosm of America and signals
 the widening discrepancy between
 
contemporary values and those ideals 
on which the nation was founded. Further along in the book, when
 Meyer expresses his fear that McGee is being stalked by a homicidal
 maniac, McGee’s lover, Annie, stares out at the darkness and hunches
 her shoulders defensively against the threat she senses. By this time,
 the feeling of imminent doom has built to the point that the reader
 understands her anxiety to extend beyond the immediate threat to the
 menace of apocalypse. After McGee and Annie go to bed, she asks to
 be held, saying: “ T have the feeling something is going wrong in the
 world, something involving 
us
 in a  terrible way’ ” (249).
It is another woman hotel clerk, in the Iowa town of Rosedale
 Station, who most explicitly identifies this moral decline with
 traditional Christian apocalyptics. 
A
 Hollywood movie crew, which  
epitomizes 
the
 breakdown of moral standards,  has invaded  the  heartland,  
corrupting its young people with drugs, sexual depravity, and
 pornography. The hotel woman
 
in a fit of righteous  rage  denounces the  
movie people in biblical terms: “ ‘You people are vile. You are
 wicked. You are an abomination in the eyes of the Lord God. Drugs
 and rapine and fornication
 
and a bunch of preverts! ’ ” (213).
In
 
a  scene that echoes  the  apocalyptic riot of West’s The Day of the 
Locust, a central work in the American apocalyptic tradition,
 townspeople attack the movie crew in retributive
 
fury. McGee escapes  
by hot air balloon. Looking down from on high, the perspective of
 Heaven, he witnesses a nightmarish scene of struggling people, fallen
 bodies, and flaming trailers. Peter Kesner, the movie director who has
 escaped in the balloon with McGee, bemoans the destruction of his
 degenerate domain in words that echo Christ’s final words: “ ‘They
 don’t know what they’re doing,’ he said. ‘They don’t know what
 they’re destroying’ ” (228). This allusion is appropriate, for Kesner 
is clearly an Antichrist figure. At one point, he 
is
 identified with Satan  
when he arranges the balloons in his movie in a “pentagon formation,”
 suggestive of the pentagram, a satanic symbol. But more expressly,
 Kesner reveals himself as a secular Antichrist when he brags to McGee
 of his artistic imperative:
7
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“It’s my mission to change the world in a way you can’t
 
even comprehend....And I will sacrifice anything at all to
 that mission....! will lie, cheat, steal, kill, torture, in order
 to have the chance to do it. I am beyond the law,
any concept of morality, McGee.” (202)
After Kesner’s balloon hits a power line and explodes in a ball of fire,
 
he plummets to earth in a shroud of flame. This manner of death
 suggests that cosmic wrath has befallen the director and his crew, a
 notion supported by the comments of two of the young attackers, who
 view Kesner’s charred body. “ ‘These are evil
 
people,’ ” one says. To  
which another replies, “ ‘ “Justice 
is
 mine, saith the Lord.” I think we 
ought to cut out right now, guys’ ” (233). MacDonald’s vision of
 God’s smiting a wicked people is no less severe than Jonathan
 Edwards’, and
 
MacDonald seems to relish the  prospect just as much as  
did his Puritan predecessor.
MacDonald’s apocalyptic vision reaches its apogee in The Green
 
Ripper, his darkest novel. It is presided over by 
the
 Shadow of Death,  
the Grim Reaper alluded to in the title. The opening paragraph, in
 which a dispirited Meyer appears out of “a dark, wet,
 
windy” December  
afternoon, sets the pervasive 
tone 
of depression  and  anxiety. Meyer has  
returned from an international convention of economists dejected by its
 projection of impending doom. In a gloomy Jeremiad, he announces
 the imminent apocalypse: “ ‘All the major world currencies will
 collapse. Trade will cease. Without trade, without the mechanical-
 scientific apparatus running, the planet won’t support its four billion
 people....There will be fear, hate, anger, death. The new barbarism.
 There will be plague 
and
 poison. And then the new Dark Ages.’ ”17
MacDonald predicts such catastrophes throughout the McGee
 series, but
 
hitherto only in an offhand manner. The Green Ripper takes  
this prophecy as its central theme. MacDonald seems to have
 consciously structured the book on the traditional apocalyptic process,
 with McGee representing the forces of light battling the powers of
 darkness in the form of a terroristic religious cult known as the Church
 of the Apocrypha. This sinister organization 
is
 led by the Antichrist in  
the guise of Sister Elena Marie, a former television evangelist of great
 beauty and
 
charisma. Its goal is the  end of the world as we know it. In  
collaboration with radical political groups and international terrorist
 organizations, the Church of the Apocrypha is training terrorists with
 the intent of causing a holocaust that will destroy American society.
 The cult’s terrorist teams will unleash widespread “Sniping, fires,
 explosions, massacres, and God knows what all” (168).
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Motivated by the need to avenge his girlfriend’s murder, McGee
 
infiltrates one of
 
the training camps and massacres a team of  terrorists  
and several church officials in an orgy of
 
apocalyptic violence that is  
MacDonald’s most protracted and bloodiest. McGee’s actions, however,
 merely delay rather than prevent the holocaust. As he tells Meyer,
 “ ‘At
 
best it will push the target date further into the future. Maybe it  
will begin to happen a year from now’ ” (218). This profoundly
 pessimistic novel ends like 
so
 many others with McGee hedonistically  
seeking solace in the crisp taste of Boodles gin and the satiny textures
 of a voluptuous woman, his rewards for having 
“
outwitted monsters”  
(221).
As
 an American literary artist, John D. MacDonald has, like most  
of his predecessors, found it necessary to explore the
 
American Dream;  
and his view of this great myth is essentially dystopic. For
 MacDonald, the American Dream, with its roots in the revolutionary
 temper of eighteenth-century romanticism—and ultimately in the
 “Protestant dream of historical apocalypse”18—has failed. McGee, the
 soured romantic, has chosen, like MacDonald himself, a life outside the
 society he regards as corrupt, decadent, and doomed. The hardy,
 independent people who comprise the subculture McGee inhabits (the
 boat dwellers) have likewise chosen to live on the fringe because their
 integrity 
and
 anachronistic values (primarily those of pre-World War  II 
America) preclude their participation in the power structure of such a
 base society.
If, as Lewis maintains, the prevailing mood of modern American
 
literature 
is
 apocalyptic,19 then the evolution of a complex apocalyptic  
vision in John D. MacDonald’s Travis McGee 
series
 supports the view  
of 
some
 critics that MacDonald belongs in the mainstream of American  
literature.
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